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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Increasing research attention has been paid to understanding a firm’s use of humor in the context
of service delivery (Mathies et al., 2016). Using humor during a time of service failure could
help a firm diffuse tension with the surprise of eliciting a laugh; however, it could also backfire
and be perceived as inappropriate. For instance, Shin and Larson (2020) demonstrated that firms
using humor in response to publicly viewable online customer complaints, after a service failure,
are perceived to have an exciting brand personality, even if they may also be viewed as less
trustworthy. More importantly, different types of humor used in response to service failure lead
to divergent effects, such that while aggressive humor is more likely than affiliative humor to
lower trustworthiness, there was no difference between the two types of the humor when it
comes their impact on enhancing perceived excitingness. However, little is known about the role
of self-deprecating humor in response to service failure. This study, therefore, examines afirm’s
potential use of self-deprecating humor in response to a service failure and examines consumer
responses.
Study 1 involved 193 participants who were exposed to an email sent by a fictional company in
response to an imaginary service failure. Participants were randomly assigned to either a selfdeprecating humor or a no-humor condition. Results suggest that self-deprecating humor leads to
customers’ negative evaluations of the company by decreasing forgiveness intentions toward the
company. The mediation test shows that the heightened perception of dishonesty is the
mechanism explaining these low forgiveness intentions caused by the use of self-deprecating
humor.
Study 2 further investigates the moderating role of perceived benignness of humor. A total of
156 participants were asked to imagine themselves in the role of a customer who wrote a
negative online review about a restaurant’s service, which was posted on an online review
website. Respondents were randomly assigned to either a self-deprecating humor or a no-humor
condition incorporated into the restaurant manager’s response to their fictional review. The
findings confirm the results found in Study 1, and more importantly, a low level of perceived
benignness was a boundary condition under which the negative effect of self-deprecating humor
is further escalated.

These findings in sum demonstrate that firms should be careful in utilizing self-deprecating
humor as a tool for service recovery, particularly if perceptions of honesty are critical.
Furthermore, if self-deprecating humor is not perceived as playful and harmless, this aggravates
its negative effect. Our work broadly contributes to the services literature which examines the
efficacy of humor. This work responds to the call for research set by Mathies et al. (2016) by
adding to the understanding and applicability of humor in a service recovery context. Moreover,
this study demonstrates how service recovery strategies integrating self-deprecating humor can
adversely affect trustworthiness, forgiveness, and revisit intentions following the experience of
service failure.
Keywords: humor, self-deprecating humor, service failure, customer evaluation, trust,
dishonesty, benignness
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